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Holistic Wellbeing & Humanitarian Workers during COVID-19:
Concepts, Challenges & Recommendations
Nicholas R. Sherwood
Abstract
The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated conflict dynamics and humanitarian
disasters around the world, including Syria, Yemen, and East Africa. Humanitarian efforts
designed to address these dynamics and disasters are also falling prey to the fallout of COVID,
most notably increases in psychological distress experienced by humanitarian workers (HW)
operating on the front lines of humanitarian zones. As such, new and innovative practices must be
explored to support HW as they continue their desperately needed work; this imperative is further
bolstered by calls in international human rights-based documents (e.g., Universal Declaration of
Human Rights and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights) to
recognize and reinforce each individual’s ‘human right to health’. To address this challenge to
frontline HW, this paper surveys literatures related to HW wellbeing, the impact of conflict and
COVID on wellbeing, and potential intervention strategies to empower HW’s wellbeing practice.
‘Wellbeing’ occurs when an individual has sufficient internal and external resources to cope and
deal with challenges in her or his life; wellbeing may also be divided into five, interrelated
dimensions: (1) physical, (2) cognitive, (3) emotional, (4) spiritual, and (5) social. A startling,
evidence-based literature suggests many HW do not have adequate wellbeing support during their
service in humanitarian zones, and this trend is further magnified by fallout from the ongoing
COVID-19 pandemic. Several recommendations are made for HW, their humanitarian
organizations, and policymakers to support wellbeing prior to, during, and after deployment,
within the context of the COVID pandemic. Finally, a reconceptualized future research and
practice agenda, prioritizing the mental health of HW operating in conflict zones during COVID,
is discussed.
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